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Establishing transboundary tourist space in the Baltic Sea region
Abstract
Background: The Baltic Sea region has been an area of intense political, economic and cultural contacts
since the early Middle Ages. However, it severely suffered both during the Second World War and in its
aftermath through to 1989. Since the mid-1990s, initiatives, programs and organisations promoting
cooperation in this region have been put in place, and, in line with the expansion of the European Union,
there have been far more opportunities (both organisational and financial) for cross-border cooperation,
including in a transboundary context. Material and methods: The main sources of data for quantitative
analysis have been official reports of Interreg Programme projects in the Baltic Sea region, as given effect
to in the period between 2007 and 2013. In turn, qualitative analysis has drawn on descriptions of
selected projects, mainly in reports and on relevant websites. Results: This article acquaints the reader
with issues underpinning cross-border cooperation in the transboundary context of the Baltic Sea region,
focusing on key aspects relating to the establishment of transboundary tourist space. Several examples
of EU co-financed cross-border cooperation in tourism are also presented in greater detail. Conclusions:
The process of establishing transboundary tourist space across the Baltic Sea is seen to depend greatly
on co-financing by the European Union. Such EU-backed projects serving the development of cross-border
tourism in the transboundary context of the Baltic Sea region can be assigned to four groups entailing: (1)
the integration of transport, (2) tourism management, (3) the generation of tourist products, and (4) the
development of a regional identity. However, it is typical of these projects for cooperation in the
development of tourist attractions and products to be led by entities from the more developed part of the
region, which therefore receive more funding than partners’ beneficiaries from the Baltic’s less-developed
part. Preliminary analysis thus suggests that EU projects may not necessarily help to even out
differences, i.e. reduce disparities, between the “Old” and “New” EU, even if they may be significant in
helping to combine potential.
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abstract
Background:

T
 he Baltic Sea region has been an area of intense political, economic and cultural contacts since the early
Middle Ages. However, it severely suffered both during the Second World War and in its aftermath through
to 1989. Since the mid-1990s, initiatives, programs and organisations promoting cooperation in this region
have been put in place, and, in line with the expansion of the European Union, there have been far more
opportunities (both organisational and financial) for cross-border cooperation, including in a transboundary
context.

Material and methods:

T
 he main sources of data for quantitative analysis have been official reports of Interreg Programme
projects in the Baltic Sea region, as given effect to in the period between 2007 and 2013. In turn,
qualitative analysis has drawn on descriptions of selected projects, mainly in reports and on relevant
websites.

Results:

This article acquaints the reader with issues underpinning cross-border cooperation in the transboundary

Conclusions:

The process of establishing transboundary tourist space across the Baltic Sea is seen to depend

Key words:

context of the Baltic Sea region, focusing on key aspects relating to the establishment of transboundary
tourist space. Several examples of EU co-financed cross-border cooperation in tourism are also
presented in greater detail.
greatly on co-financing by the European Union. Such EU-backed projects serving the development
of cross-border tourism in the transboundary context of the Baltic Sea region can be assigned to four
groups entailing: (1) the integration of transport, (2) tourism management, (3) the generation of
tourist products, and (4) the development of a regional identity. However, it is typical of these projects
for cooperation in the development of tourist attractions and products to be led by entities from the
more developed part of the region, which therefore receive more funding than partners’ beneficiaries
from the Baltic’s less-developed part. Preliminary analysis thus suggests that EU projects may not
necessarily help to even out differences, i.e. reduce disparities, between the “Old” and “New” EU, even
if they may be significant in helping to combine potential.

Baltic Sea Region, cross-border cooperation, transboundary space, EU funds, tourism.
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introduction

Geopolitical change around the Baltic Sea in the years 1989-91 encouraged progress with
functional integration between states, e.g. as regards trade, investment, road traffic and so
on [1]. Access to the region and particular parts of it increased steadily, thanks to transport
by both sea and air [1, 2]. As early as in the first half of the 1990s, hundreds of initiatives,
programmes and organisations were already put in place to promote cooperation in the Baltic
Sea region [3]. Major impulses towards integration were provided by the steady expansion
of the European Union and the emergence of its Schengen Zone. Today, every state adjacent
to the Baltic apart from Russia is an EU Member State, and also encompassed by Schengen.
Since 2009 on, the European Union began to develop its concept of macroregions, with
the idea being pursued through the devising of strategies specific to those different
geographical areas. The Union’s first macroregional strategy was seen as a new political
formation and implementing instrument that enabled the transformation of the peripheral
Baltic region into a model of more far-reaching integration, by way of an experimental
form of implementing EU policy not comparable with any of its past forms of cooperation
[4, 5]. As internal border regions are crucial to the EU’s territorial policy [6], the Union
became a key player and financing body where cooperation in the Baltic Sea region is
concerned; obviously all the more so after the Baltic States and Poland acceded in 2004 [2].
The EU policy on transboundary integration and regions is pursued via the Interreg
programmes, whose aim has been to promote regional development and cross-border
cooperation. The allocation of EU funds to these goals has represented a major instrument
by which the Baltic Sea space can develop further. Equally, the cooperation involved is
different from one on land, appearing more complex and expensive, on the one hand, and
most likely less effective on the other.
The concept underpinning Baltic integration sees a major role assigned to mobility, cargo
transport and tourism. This last issue matters from both the supply and demands points of
view, offering an opportunity for regions and states to come closer together, helping to bring
shared culture (especially features, nature and regional history) into sharper relief, and
generating development potential in areas whose (main or supplementary) functions are in
tourism [7]. This is then an area of activity attracting more and more funding, and – where EU
co-financing is concerned – this is seen as an area of development whose early-stage support
comes rather cheaper than support in other spheres (not least transport infrastructure).
The present study offers further insights into Baltic tourism, in particular with a view to
identifying the factors underpinning effective cross-border cooperation in the context of
the Baltic region’s transboundary tourist space.

A im

Drawing on work done to meet its needs, this article seeks to define key aspects to the
establishment of transboundary tourist space in general, as well as to identify the basic
elements of significance to the founding of such space in and around the Baltic Sea. Work
has been based on analysis of how tourism functions, with particular account taken of the
role played by EU-co-financed projects under Interreg. The main focus has been on Interreg
IV-B (European Territorial Cooperation) projects, as co-financed in the Baltic region in the
2007-2013 period. Data on these have been gathered from official reports on co-financing,
as well as more general reports and EU strategies. The study area is the Baltic region, albeit
as understood in the Interreg B support context, as this relates to cooperation between
projects’ beneficiaries across the Sea. The qualitative approach in turn sees the authors
elucidate mechanisms of action and accentuate those projects exerting the most influence
on the founding of transboundary tourist space. Several case studies are also selected to
facilitate this process.
www.balticsportscience.com
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the shaping of maritime transboundary tourist space

Today’s tourist space represents a network of linkage between elements drawing tourists,
the infrastructure they use, the places they visit and their signposting, services (offered
by service-providers, owners, managers and creators), and also less-tangible elements
like impressions and experiences [8]. If the analogy with a network is accepted, then what
matter are nodes (e.g. tourist centres and attractions in their actual and relative positions).
For permanent linkages between the nodes do not necessarily exist, as these are seen to
be variable and seasonal, with various people (sometimes repeatedly) engaged in their
establishment, servicing and utilisation. Equally, tourism studies attach ever-greater
importance to these elements [8].
In the case of the Baltic Sea, we are dealing with two further aspects of tourist space,
i.e. the features specific to a coastal and marine area, and transboundary or cross-border
aspects. Maritime space for tourism quite evidently exists in real geographical space,
taking in basins and the land areas associated with them in functional terms, which are
visited by large numbers of tourists precisely because of the valuable marine features they
epitomise [9]. Transboundary space, in turn, denotes an area serving tourism functions
that lies on either side of an open border and thus is characterised by the presence of
cross-border functional linkage [10]. It is closely linked to cross-border tourism, wherein
the tourists, tourism management, tourist attractions and so on may all have a crossborder dimension [10]. Equally, tourism in this category still needs to be regarded as
taking place within a region, even if that region is of a transboundary nature, in that it is
present in two or more states through which a border runs. What motivates the effort is,
therefore, a tourist product for the given region that draws simultaneously on cohesion
and diversity [11].
Tourism is currently one of the key fields in which transboundary regions receive support
[11, 12, 15]; and thus far it has been of ever-greater significance as a motor force
underpinning regional development [2]. Equally, the constant change would seem to be
a feature typifying tourist destinations, not least as the creation and development of spaces
for tourism are seen to reflect wider political, economic and social processes often driven
non-locally, if manifesting themselves very locally indeed [13].
Perhaps self-evidently, a key element in the shaping of transboundary tourist space
is cooperation across borders. While this kind of cooperation is (now) an everyday
phenomenon on land, the version operating across the sea is less popular or well-known
[12]. Where the Baltic Sea is concerned, Interreg and its EU co-financing lie at the heart
of the developing cooperation [14, 15, 16]. Here, the transboundary tourist space mainly
takes shape through linkage between the areas of tourist space existing within the given
Member States, in this case, coastal cities and regions in particular. This process can be
considered to move through four stages of integration involving space that is divided, coexisting, open and then integrated [15].
By definition, EU support as a major stimulator of development entails domestic resources
and those designed specifically for cross-border cooperation. Three strands are in fact in
operation, i.e. the cross-border (Interreg A), the transnational (Interreg B), and the interregional (Interreg C). Each of Interreg Programmes has its identified priorities to which
particular tasks are assigned. Most of the priorities are connected, at least indirectly, with
tourism [15], while tasks are linked with it directly, for example entailing the development
of cooperation on tourism, marketing, infrastructural development, improved transport
access, the development and preservation of cultural and natural heritage, the training
and employment of human resources, and the development of broadly conceived tourism.
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This analysis of Baltic-region projects funded via Interreg IV (in the 2007−2013 budgeting
period) finds that these were 631 in number, albeit with 70 seen to be associated most
directly with tourism. At €107.5M, the total budget for these is 12.5% of the overall sum
allocated to Interreg IV in the context of projects in the Baltic Sea region (Table 1).
Table 1. Projects in the Baltic Sea region co-financed via the Interreg IV Programme

* not including the Interreg IV-A 2007-2013 activity involving: 1) Mecklenburg-Vorpommern/Brandenburg in Germany and Poland’s
Zachodniopomorskie Voivodeship, 2) Latvia-Lithuania, and 3) Estonia-Latvia; ** relates solely to tourism-linked projects in the Baltic Sea region
Source: authors’ own elaboration based on: http://2007-2013.botnia-atlantica.eu/; http://2007-2013.interregnord.com/; http://projects.centralbaltic.eu/; http://interreg-oks.eu/; http://2007-2013.southbaltic.eu/index/; http://eu.baltic.net/; https://www.intercombi-ticket.de/

A deeper analysis of descriptions of projects financed from the same programme that are
at the regional level (of Interreg IV-B) points to 16 out of the 90 linking up directly with
tourism. “Tourism” projects account for as much as 17.5% of the total Interreg IV-B budget
assigned to the Baltic-Region projects. On average, these projects had 16.4 projects’
beneficiaries, lasted 38.1 months and had a budget of 3M euros (Table 2).
Table 2. Projects under the Interreg IV-B Programme involving the Baltic Sea region and linked directly with tourism

Source: authors’ own elaboration based on data from: http://eu.baltic.net/

Further analysis of the Baltic Sea Region Interreg IV-B Programme showed that the total
numbers of beneficiaries involved in “tourism” projects, by countries in the Baltic Sea
region, were in the range of 4 (Belarus) to 50 (Sweden). Expressed as a percentage of all
Baltic Sea Region beneficiaries in all Baltic Interreg IV-B projects, the given tourist projects
involved between 10 and 23.7% of the total. In Poland, 32 entities were beneficiaries of
www.balticsportscience.com
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“tourism” projects, representing 19.5% of all Polish beneficiaries encompassed by Interreg
IV-B in the context of the Baltic Sea region. Within the Baltic Sea Region Interreg IV-B
programme (2007-2013), there were 262 beneficiaries of “tourism” projects. An analysis
of beneficiaries by countries showed that Germany and Sweden were leaders both in the
number of the Programme’s beneficiaries and the approximate total “tourism” projects’
budget (Fig. 1). Together with Finland, Denmark and Norway, beneficiaries from Germany
and Sweden counted for €32.5M budget of €46.9M total dedicated to “tourism” projects
in the Programme. Analogically, the rest of countries which once were situated behind
the historic “Iron Curtain” in the Region (Poland, Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania and Belarus)
absorbed 30.7% of the total budget for this kind of projects.

Fig. 1. The approximate total “tourism” projects budget and the number of Baltic Sea Region Interreg IV-B
programme beneficiaries in “tourism” projects by the Baltic Sea Region countries
Source: authors’ own elaboration based on data from: http://eu.baltic.net/

Moreover, the entities involved in cooperation (i.e. the development of tourist attractions
and products) that hail from the more-developed part of the region are usually the ones to
lead projects and receive larger sums in co-financing when compared with beneficiaries
from the less-developed part. The analysis further indicates that the leaders of all “tourism”
projects are located in Member States of the “Old EU”. These findings suggest that
EU projects have not been helping to reduce disparities between the “Old” and “New”
European Unions, even as they do help create joint, transboundary space, and can be of
significance in the synergistic combination of potentials.

cross - border projects

Projects whose overall task is to develop tourism in the Baltic Sea region have been
grouped into four types, involving the integration of transport, the management of tourism,
the creation of tourist products and the generation of regional identity (Table 3).
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Table 3. Examples of cross-border projects

No.

Group

Example

1

User-friendly cross-border solutions involving
integrated transport systems

the InterCombi ticket, portlink.eu

2

Joint management of tourism/ marketing schemes

The Craftland Partnership, Enjoy the South Baltic!,
Cruise Baltic

3

Studies seeking to create cross-border tourist
products

research into the development of passenger traffic
between Bornholm and Poland

4

Generation of a transboundary regional identity

Telling the Baltic, the South Baltic Maritime
Heritage Atlas

Source: [15]

The integration of transport. While the transport operating in the Baltic is largely a matter
for the private sector, its functioning within an integrated system still requires support
as well as somewhat different organisation. In this matter, the public sector needs to
generate integration- and information-related solutions, as well as those that encourage
synchronisation, etc. Under Interreg IV’s INTERFACE project, and the INTERFACE PLUS
spinoff, a multi-modal cross-border ticket going by the name InterCombi was developed,
to ensure the convenient linkage of ferry and coach services operated by different carriers
across borders. The projects thus brought together local authorities, ports, ferry operators
and tourist organisations, all with the ambition to achieve new levels of cross-border
communication by linking together different forms of transport into a single convenient
solution. Thanks to the projects, transfers of passengers from the southern Baltic travelling
from Nykøbing Falster (Denmark), via Gedser to Rostock (Germany), and vice versa,
became much more comfortable. Part of the achievement was the setting up of a dynamic
passenger-information system monitorable on coaches, at terminals and bus stations. The
aim was the real-time supply of information on timetables (and delays therein), as well as
transfer times. As of 2018, the InterCombi ticket was still available, its price continuing
to encompass all means of public transport in Nykøbing and Rostock, via coach from
Nykøbing to Gedser, and including the crossing of the Baltic by Scandlines ferry between
Gedser and Rostock1.
A further example of transport integration under an Interreg IV project is Portlink –
an information service relating to public transport between ferry terminals and cities.
On selecting a particular port, a user gains access to all relevant information in three
steps. An interactive map offers details of routes to be taken on foot, as well as distances
between the ferry terminal and stations serving means of public transport. The service
calculates all key data related to the planning of a journey, i.e. as regards the available
public-transport operator, its timetable, the currency in use, ticket costs (where relevant),
distances, times, numbers of stops, accessibility for people with mobility issues, and so
on. At present, the service extends to 14 destinations in 6 different EU Member States
within the Baltic region2.
Joint management. Thanks to “The Craftland Partnership” project, three local-authority
areas (in Poland, Lithuania and Sweden) put in three years of work to try and popularise
(while also ensuring the preservation of) cultural heritage of the southern Baltic. This
was achieved by way of joint, cross-border events of the craft-market and folk-concert
types. A primary goal of the marketing concept was to extend the tourist season. Joint
organisation of a series of events by the three local authorities attracted some 13,500
people altogether. Unfortunately, the events were not continued with when an end was
put to co-financing in 20143.
1
2
3

https://www.intercombi-ticket.de/
http://www.portlink.eu

http://craftland.foteviken.se/
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However, further example projects called Enjoy South Baltic! and the Baltic Cruise Project
attest to the way how joint management in tourism can be continued even after the
source of external co-financing dries up. Faced with cut-throat international competition,
interested parties from the southern Baltic (in Poland, Lithuania and Germany) launched
an action to improve the image and raise the competitiveness of the southern Baltic area
as an attractive destination for tourism. The result was an online marketing platform
under the Destynacja Morze Bałtyckie slogan (where the Polish version is concerned).
Users were presented there with towns and cities, protected areas and UNESCO sites,
holiday centres, culinary diversity, opportunities for active tourism, events and so on. A
special catalogue of tour operators served as a virtual market and promotional tool. One
section sought to facilitate cross-border packages and business partnerships with the
tourism branch beyond the southern Baltic area4. The project ended in 2014, but the online
platform remained in place and in 2018 linked up with the under-development Baltic Sea
Tourism Centre platform, which deals with the entire Baltic Sea region5.
The third example is provided by the Baltic Cruise Project – an undertaking whose aim has
been to raise the level of attractiveness of the Baltic Sea region among both boat-owners and
tourists. The project was active in the years 2004-2007, and bore fruit in a 20% rise over 3
years in numbers of passengers taking trips on vessels sailing the Baltic. No fewer than 16
Baltic ports participated, and the undertaking is still in place more than 10 years after its
official end. Indeed, it has developed into a 29-port cooperative venture that serves over 5
million passengers a year (with twice as many in 2017 as in the year co-financing ended)6.
Tourist products. The development of tourist products represents the highest form of
cross-border tourism achieved in the Baltic region. The first phase to such a process
of development would seem to be research and planning on possibilities for launching
an initiative of this type (here exemplified by the (re)development of passenger traffic
between Denmark’s Bornholm Island and Poland). 2011 in fact brought a suspension
of ferry services between Darłowo and Ustka (Poland) and Nexø (Denmark). Thanks to
research carried out, local and regional administrations and port authorities gained
support for a decision-making process on a potential relaunch, and/or modernisation of
the passenger ferry lines. And in the event, the ferry connection between Darłowo and
Nexø was restarted in 20137.
Creating a regional transboundary identity. Identity represents an aspect of the branding
(and hence the broader marketing) of a place, and helps make a tourist region more
recognisable – and hence more likely to be visited. For its part, the Telling the Baltic project
allowed more than 227,000 people sailing on Stena Line ferries between Gdynia (Poland)
and Karlskrona (Sweden) to better acquaint themselves with the cultural heritage of the
southern Baltic. This was done using on-board installations made ready by 14 artistic
and cultural organisations based in Poland, Sweden, Germany, Lithuania and Russia,
and involving interactive content, an exhibition of photography, artistic pieces and sound
installations both in cabins and on the poop-deck; all designed to make clear the feelings
of both locals and those travelling in the direction of the Baltic Sea8
In turn, the South Baltic Maritime Heritage Atlas was an end-product of the SeaSide
project. It is an online service providing information on cultural and natural heritage in
the southern Baltic area, whose task is to promote and strengthen regional identity, and
of course to attract tourists into visiting. Filters built into the interactive map allow for
4
5
6
7
8

https://balticsea.travel/
https://bstc.eu/

https://www.cruisebaltic.com/

http://www.interfaceproject.eu/

http://www.ttb.artline-southbaltic.eu/
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simplified navigation through the various resources of maritime heritage, be these natural
d cultural attractions, museums and aquaria, lighthouses and old ships, ports and squares,
wrecks and other items relating to underwater archaeology, historic buildings or other items
of built heritage. The Atlas thus represented one of the major undertakings and challenges
in a project that brought together 13 partners in 4 countries. However, more than 7 years
on from the completion of the Atlas project it remains active and serves its function9.

conclusions

Through this article, an attempt has been made to understand better the role of crossborder cooperation and EU funding in the establishment of transboundary tourist space
in and around the Baltic Sea. The authors are fully aware that the work and results
they present here make only a minor contribution to what would need to be far more
major research on the topic. Indeed, in the next few years, it would be worth following
through several of the indicated research directions, as the results should influence our
understanding of many processes like the shaping of maritime transboundary tourist space
(and the role of cross-border cooperation therein), the role of EU funds in the integration
process, and the longer-term durability of phenomena and processes that have been
initiated. Again, the authors are quite aware that this article does not offer a full depiction
of cross-border cooperation, given its necessary focus on just a small number of selected
phenomena, and case studies that help exemplify them.
In general, the development of cross-border cooperation across a sea is made possible
by overcoming several huge physical barriers (the sea itself, but also the sheer distance
that often separates opposite shores) [15, 17, 18]. A matter of particular importance
to establishing contacts and the development of flows is the right kind of transport
and transport connections, by both sea and air [1, 19]. Where these serve tourism, the
process can be facilitated through the supply of information (advertising) and the better
preparation of tourist space. Establishing such space across the Baltic Sea is seen to be
a process highly dependent on EU co-funding, and those European projects that help
national-level tourism space link up in the wider context of the transnational space that
is the Baltic Sea region would seem to be of fundamental importance. Among a total of
631 projects financed via Interreg IV (in 2007-2013), 70 linked directly with tourism and
attracted an overall budget of €107.5M (or 12.5% of the entire budget). Nevertheless,
it remains the case that, as tourist attractions and products continue to take on a new
shape, it is the better-developed part of the region (in the “Old EU”) that is able to take
the lead on projects, and thus absorb more of the co-financing (€32.5M), in contrast to
projects’ beneficiaries in countries of the less-developed “New EU” (which draw down
€14.4M). In general, the projects whose overall task is to develop tourism in the Baltic Sea
region can be classified as involving the integration of transport, tourism management,
the development of tourist products and the generation of regional identity. However, this
region still lacks a system that would help supervise cooperation in general, and crossborder cooperation in particular [11]. Moreover, i.a. for the above reason, our preliminary
analysis suggests that EU projects have not been helping to reduce disparities between
the “Old” and “New” European Unions, even as they do help create joint, transboundary
space, and can be of significance in the synergistic combining of potentials.
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